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Mexican manufacturing and agricultural groups have raised strong opposition to a proposal by US,
Mexican, and Canadian trade officials to phase out tariffs for 155 products at a faster rate. Under the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), products from the three countries were originally
scheduled for phase-out over a period of up to 15 years. However, at a series of meetings in April
and May trade officials from the three countries drafted the list of 155 products to be considered for
a quicker phase-out. The Mexican Trade Secretariat (Secretaria de Comercio y Fomento Industrial,
SECOFI) published the list in the federal register (Diario Oficial) on May 23 and May 27, soliciting
comments from the affected sectors.
On June 1, SECOFI reported that numerous responses opposing a quicker phase-out of tariffs had
been received from throughout the country. The report emphasized that the Mexican government
will only pursue faster elimination of tariffs for those goods accepted by domestic manufacturers.
A parallel study produced by Grupo Banamex-Accival, suggested that a faster phase-out of tariffs
under NAFTA would particularly harm the Mexican wine, glass, and domestic appliance sectors.
The study said these sectors in particular are not prepared to compete against a surge in imports.
In addition, SECOFI received negative responses from producers of certain pharmaceuticals,
chemicals, and some heavy equipment.
On the other hand, SECOFI found support for quicker phase-out of tariffs for such products as
footwear, textiles, flowers, and fruit preserves, among others. In fact, sources said one area where
the US and Mexico agree on a quicker phase-out is in the textile sector, where faster elimination of
tariffs in certain categories could prove beneficial for both sides.
There was no mention of how this would affect Canada. Deputy trade secretary Herminio Blanco
told a Mexican Senate hearing on May 31 that Mexico actually requested an accelerated phase-out
on 107 of the 155 products, while 43 of the proposals came from the US and the rest from Canada.
He said the US mainly sought the accelerated phase-out for such products as dry beans, potatoes,
cheese, and wine.
During a question-and-answer session, Blanco said that because of the overwhelmingly strong
opposition to expediting the tariff phase-out for most of the products, the timetable for tariff
elimination will probably be moved up only for a handful of products. Blanco said NAFTA rules
provided that any of the three countries could request that the phase-out of duties be accelerated,
but emphasized the measure would not be implemented unless there was full agreement among the
three countries.
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The National Manufacturing Industry Chamber (Camara Nacional de la Industria de
Transformacion, Canacintra) was among the groups that expressed adamant opposition to a faster
phase-out for most products. In an interview with the official news agency Notimex, Canacintra vice
president Raul Rodriguez Escobar warned that a quicker elimination of tariffs would create strong
disadvantages for Mexican companies, which are still undergoing a modernization process needed
to compete more effectively.
At the same time, Rodriguez said Canacintra favored a quicker elimination of tariffs for products
that are currently not produced in Mexico, which would benefit both the industrial sector and
consumers. Alva Senzek, a columnist for El Financiero International weekly business newspaper,
said the US was pushing especially for quicker elimination of tariffs on potatoes. Mexico achieved
self-sufficiency in production of potatoes in 1990, and that year imposed health-related restrictions
that effectively eliminated imports of all varieties of potatoes.
On the other hand, Senzek noted that Mexico has proposed faster tariff phase-outs for such
products as frozen fruits and vegetables, and such citrus juices as grapefruit, tangerine, and lime
juices. According to Senzek, agricultural producers in Queretaro state are pushing for a total
renegotiation of the agricultural section of NAFTA. "They believe that Mexican agribusiness got
such a raw deal during the first round of NAFTA negotiations that they would like to renegotiate the
entire agricultural chapter," Senzek said.
Meantime, Federico Ovalle, director of the Independent Federation of Agricultural Workers and
Campesinos (Central Independiente de Obreros Agricolas y Campesinos, CIOAC), and Emilio
Lopez Gamez, an agricultural researcher at Universidad de Chapingo, told participants at a seminar
in early June that a rapid phase-out of tariffs could "mortally wound" the agricultural support
program (Programa de Apoyos Directos al Campo, Procampo) implemented by President Carlos
Salinas de Gortari's administration in late 1993. They pointed out that the rapid phase-out would
interfere with the ability of grain producers to develop competitiveness and also widen Mexico's
agricultural trade deficit. They warned that by considering a faster phase-out of tariffs, Mexico
would be giving up its self-sufficiency and food security.
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